Since it was first defined by Garfield in 1979, the use of the impact factor (IF) of scientific journals as an indication of research performance and quality has been discussed extensively. Impact factors of a selected set of approximately 5,000 of the world's leading journals in a broad range of disciplines are published yearly by the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) of Philadelphia, in the Journal Citation Reports (JCR).
In many countries, IF is one of the criteria applied to evaluate not only the status of scientific journals, but also the publication output of scientists. In these evaluation exercises, IF is frequently considered as an indicator of research quality and scientific excellence. Sometimes, publication in "mainstream journals" or "impact journals" -defined as those with an IF, i.e. those covered by the JCR -is used as the only evaluation criterion, in such a way that scientific tribunals pay more attention to the IF of the journal than to the quality of the scientific contribution itself.
Many problems arise from the use of IF in this sense, which are broadly discussed in the extensive bibliography available (see, for example, Garfield, 1979b; Garfield and Welljams-Dorof, 1992; Reguant, 1995; Hansson, 1995; MacRoberts and MacRoberts, 1996; and Moed et al., 1999) . Some of these problems are related to the geographical and linguistic origin of the journals and the papers that are published in them. Paris et al. (1998) consider how the frequency with which an article is cited is affected by its country of origin. Van Leeuwen et al. (2000) point out the language-bias problem caused by the nonEnglish language journals within the Science Citation Index (SCI). On the other hand, Reguant and Casadellá (1994) allude to the lack of information derived from the absence, in valuation lists of current serials, of non-English-written journals with relevant information. Katz (2000) shows that a power law relationship exists between recognition and impact and the publishing size of a research community -nation, institution or group.
The misuse of the IF in relation to the language of publication in certain fields of work that are characterised by territoriality -for example, Earth Sciences (see also Kimley, 1994) -is a problem that is affecting some European, Latin-American and other non-English speaking countries. Rey-Rocha et al. (1999) showed how a biased evaluation of research performance and
